Section of the History of Medicine 239 irrelevant ". Anyone who has been on the high veldt will appreciate that remark. Its sublimities are certainly not " cosy ". Here I must leave our physician-philosopher, in the hope that I have been able to convey something of what I believe to have been his influence on the transition of thought between the seventeenth and nineteenth centulries. He has left a gracious impression on my mind, at any rate. All the aspects of life which interested him he attempted to integrate into his own philosophy, and so he became a whole man. No one need wish for a happier epitaph.
associates and settled temporarilv in Dricourt, returning to Paris soon after the birth of his son, whom he destined for the Bar. The father had previously possessed considerable means, most of which had been wasted on inferior paintings. For reasonos of economy, Corvisart the younger was sent for part of his childhood to live wvith an old uncle, the parish priest of Vimille, a village some few miles from Boulogne. At the age of 12 he entered the celebrated college of Sainte-Barbe, where he proved a pupil mediocre in attainment, devoting himself mainly to outdoor sports. He is said to have left the college almost as ignorant as when he went in, with no reputation but that of an incorrigible idler.
Thus the childhood of Corvisart gave no promise of his brilliant future.
Youthl.-While still a law-student, playing truant 'Whenever he could, he visited the medical clinics of Paris and was so fascinated by what he saw that he determined to study medicine. Having neither pecuniary means nor influence he obtained a position as a male nurse at the Hotel-Dieu, the oldest hospital in Paris, for which he received board and lodging with opportunities of studying medicine. Here he came under the influence of the eloquent Professor Desault. Thus he forsook the Codes of Justinian for the Staff of 2Esculapius, and escaped from the paternal aegis, which so angered his father that he kicked him out of the paternal home.
Having thus lighted on a congenial occupation, Corvisart while still youing achieved distinction and became liked by physicians and patients. When the time came to choose between medicine and surgery, he preferred medicine, to which he was more attracted. He followed assiduously the teachings of the founders of clinical study in France, namely, Desbois de Rochfort, Busquet, Halle, Pelletan, Roger, Vicq d'Azyr and Portalo and was a favourite pupil of Antoine Petit, Louis and Desault, later becoming their friend. Corvisart often prepared material for their demonstrations, on one occasion endangering his life through a septic scratch-wound, from the results of whicih he was saved by the science and devotion of Desault.
Qualification.-Youngest in his class, Corvisart soon stood at its head. On September 2, 1782, he presented his inaugural thesis. Three years later, in 1785, the degree of Doctor-regent was conferred on him by the Faculty of Medicine of Paris. According to custom he gave an address dealing with the joys of medical study and the disappointments of practice. This was followed by a banquet to his teachers and tellow-students. When the festivities were at their height, Corvisart became unable to discourse except in Latin, and astounded the professors, who were dining in a separate room, by bursting in upon them with ejaculations from Latin authors, which brought the banquet to an abrupt termination.
The degree of Doctor-regent was not easy to obtain, involving as it did no less than six years of applied study insufficient to cover the groundwork of the examination, so that much self-education became necessary. By this time the young man is seen to have put off the mantle of sluggishness and to have assumed that of painstaking endeavour.
Appointmnents.-Corvisart later became demonstrator of anatomy and opened private courses in anatomy, physiology, obstetrics and operative surgery. He was appointed physician to the parish of Saint Sulpice, but often was obliged to borrow money in order. to perfect himself for a career. He much desired a hlospital post, and was regarded as a suitable candidate to be recornmended for the post of physician to the hospital that Necker had then recently founded, but on Miadame Necker insisting that he should wear a powdered wig, the current fashion for physicians of that time, he forthwith declined the honour! Meantime he had become the close friend of Desbois de Rochfort and Desault, as well as of Father Potentian, Superior of the Charite Hospital. On the death of Desbois in 1788, Corvisart was elected his successor as physician to that hospital. Desbois de Rochfort may be regarded as the real creator of clinical medicine in France. The pupil thus succeeded the master, and the glory of the master gained added lustre. Corvisart took over the clinical teaching and from that moment his reputation, already established among his colleagues and students, began to spread outside the confines of the hospital. While his predecessor restricted himself to simple and familiar talks with chosen pupils, Corvisart, marching in the wake of Stoll, imitated the stately clinics of Vienna, and marshalled hospital, students and patients like an army. He gave an impetus to pathological anatomy by demonstrating that the chief aim of medicine should be not to elicit by sterile curiosity what post-mortem peculiarities might be found, but to strive to recognize the presence of particular diseases by their appropriate signs and symptoms. Reveille-Parise, then a medical student, has told how Corvisart, perceiving him one day at the Charite, abruptly asked what he had come for. "To study ", replied the young man, a little upset by this brusque reception. " To study ", exclaimed Corvisart, smiling, " that is good, my friend; here "-pointing to the patients-" are the books you need, but they are not as easy to read as are printed books."
Then in 1793 the Reign of Terror began. The medical schools were shut, anyone could call himself a doctor and treat the sick. Medical education was three centuries behind the times. But out of the Revolution grew modern medical education. In the new schools of Paris laboratories were instituted for scientific study; students were taught at the bedside in hospital after the manner of Sydenham. And it was Corvisart-formerly rejected because he wore no wig-who taught, for he had now become the leading professor in France. He acquired the natural history of disease by collecting observations, and when possible, following the example of Morgagni, he noted from dissection and from autopsy the changes in the body that caused symptoms of disease. His chief lectures were given at the Necker Hospital, and subsequently over a term of fifteen years at the Cochin Hospital. Corvisart, whose reputation increased daily, lived in close contact with the most illustrious men of the time. In 1795, on the creation of the first school of medicine in Paris, he was unanimously elected to fill the Chair of Clinical NMedicine, for the first time included as a part of public education in France. Two years later, in 1797, he was made Professor of Medicine at the College de France.
Corvisart's first mneeting with Boniaparte.-We come now to the Directorv, the supreme executive Council from 1795 to 17/99. At a brilliant soiree given by Barras, with whom Corvisart had become acquainted through Lecoultelx de Cauteleu, one of his first patients, Corvisart was presented to General Bonaparte, when the delightful Josephine, who had implicit faith in the knowledge of the great physician to the Charite, asked him point-blank, " To wvhat disease do you think the General is most likely to be exposed ?" "To disease of the heart ", imperturbably replied the oracle. " Have you written a book on that ?" asked Bonaparte. " No, but I think of publishing one soon." " Then lose no time, we will speak of this later." It is possible that suggestion from this august source led to the appearance a few years later of Corvisart's important book on the circulation.
By the time that these two men first met, Corvisart had already beconme one of the cleverest practitioners of his day, and was at the head of one of the greatest hospitals in Paris, the Charite. During his ten years there those who went roundI the wards with him in the forenoon could go later to the College de France and hear the same cases discussed from the theoretical standpoint.
Corvisart's mlethod of investigation-.His first procedure was to observe the patient as a whole, paying particular attention to physiognomy and tongue, next to the characters of the pulse, afterwards to examine the chest by palpation and by percussion with the finger-tips. Endowed by Nature wvith remarkable acuity of touch and hearing, he became so expert that the admiration of his students was evoked bv the dexterity with which he practised percussion after the manner of Auenbrugger, as well as by the accuracy of his prognosis.
At times one is astonished that Corvisart came across more heart disease and aneurysms than did any of his predecessors or contemporaries. However, the renown of Corvisart, together with his stuccess in treatment, attracted to him more than to any other physician a special following who thronged his consulting room and hospital.
Hon1on1rs.-In 1799 Barthez and Corvisart were jointly made physicians to the Goxernment; on the death of Barthez, Corvisart became by decree personal physician to Bonaparte as First Consul. With the advent of the First Empire, Corvisart attained the distinction of becoming chief Physician to the Emperor, Empress and Court. Napoleon valued his frank and disinterested outlook, characterizing him as "a clever aind honest man, but a little brusque ". His honesty of character was never more in evidence than when he refused an official post for his brother, saying that it (enmanded an aptitude that his brother did not possess. The three men whom Napoleon respected most for their frankness and honesty were Corvisart, Larrey and Percy, all medical men. On December 12, 1808, the Emperor rewarded Corvisart's services by creating him Baron of the Empire, Officer of the Legion of Honour, and Commander of the Order of the Reunion. In 1811 he was admitted a Mlember of the Academy of Sciences, and of the Academy of Medicine in 1820.
At this time the medical staff of the Emperor consisted of Halle, as physician-inordinary, Boyer as chief surgeon, and Yvan as surgeon-iin-or(linarv. When invited by Napoleon to select a surgeon-in-chief, in preference to Dubois, Corvisart chose Boyer, believing that because of his humble origin and noble character he would never exhibit to the Emperor a dominating spirit, but from natural modesty would be content to efface himself. Nevertheless, Napoleon had the most profound esteem for his first surgeon, who is best remembered for his work on Maladies chiruirgicales.
As physician to Napoleoni I. For long Napoleon was reluctanlt to call in Corvisart, and it was only on the instance of his secretary, Bourienne, that he finallv decided to do so. Six months elapsed before Napoleon asked his secretary for the name of his doctor, and on being. told that it was Corvisart who had cured his brother, even then the First Consul did not hasten to avail himself of the services of this able practitioner.
The real reason was that Napoleon wished to put medical science to the test, being always sceptical with regard to medicine, and had thus successively consulted Professors Sue, Pinel and Portal before he called in Corvisart. None impressed him so mulch as did the latter by his penetration, promptiness and precision, as well as by his frankness and the finesse of his repartees. " Never was a man less pliable, less prepared for the post of Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medictne 20 courtier: he formed part of the Imperial Court, but not of the domestic life of the palace. In his distinguished post he comported himself with all the dignity of character that belongs to a physician. Further, Corvisart did not abuse his credit, but, on the contrary, exercised it with much discretion." Being taken suddenly with cough, pain in the chest and stained expectoration whilst in Brussels, Napoleon had Corvisart summoned on August 16, 1803. Corvisart-at once' diagnosed pulmonary congestion, but was too wise to alarm the patient by telling him so. A vesicant relieved the malady. Much later Napoleon remarked in reference to this incident: " I saw that Corvisart understood my system, and that he was the doctor who suited me, so I attached him to myself."
On Wednesdays and Saturdays the First Physician attended when the Emperor rose and retired. Even though Napoleon was in his morning bath, Corvisart was at once admitted. If the august patient was in good humour he was wont to greet him thus: " Ah ! there you are, great charlatan, how many patients are you going to kill to-day ? " " Not many,, Sire ", was the usual reply. With Corvisart the Emperor omitted all formality, often pinching or rubbing his ears, a trick of his with those whom he liked. Napoleon was inclined to distrust medical art, claiming that it was too conjectural. By reason of his numerous ailments he was difficult to manage. He was always cold, and had a fire in his study even during the summer. He took a daily prolonged hot bath, followed at Corvisart's suggestion, by vigorous friction with Eau de Cologne. Napoleon was averse from drugs, believing that they should be reserved for exceptional cases, hence his treatment by Corvisart depended mainly on hygiene. Charlatans received scant mercy from Napoleon, but he had the highest opinion of Bichat, Larrey and Corvisart.
In May 1809 Napoleon, when at Schoenbrunn, consulted an Austrian doctor named Joseph Frank, who diagnosed a grave eruption on the back of the neck for which lengthy and severe measures were recommended. Napoleon became perturbed and sent for Corvisart who soon arrived and, after inspecting the rash, exclaimed, " Frank exaggerated, you are doing well. To make me travel so far to apply a blister, which the last doctor could have done just as well as myself!" The eruption speedily yielded to this treatment and did not recur.
The Empress Josephine had previously been treated by Corvisart for the sterility which led to her divorce. Within two months the Emperor had married an Austrian Archduchess, Marie Louise, who presented him with a son, afterwards King of Rome, the accoucheur being Dubois. Corvisart's frankness later led to estrangement from Napoleon, for he opposed the Emperor's marriage to Marie Louise and finally advised her not to follow Napoleon into exile at Elba.
Corvisart's publications.-Corvisart himself wrote comparatively little. The total list of his publications amounts to five, in octavo form. In 1789 he edited the Materia Medica of Desbois de Rochfort, as well as founding the Journal of Medicine, Surgery and Pharmacy which went through 40 volumes. In 1797 he showed his fondness for aphorisms by transiating from Latin into French Aphorisms on the Knowledge and Cure of the Fevers by Maximilian Stoll, published in 1785. Stoll was his favourite author, and he took him as his model and followed in his footsteps. After translating these aphorisms of the Viennese professor, he frequently used to comnment upon them in his discourses and to imitate them in his practice. In 1802 Corvisart translated the aphorisms of the renowned Boerhaave.
In the same -year (1761) that marked the publication of Morgagni's two large folios on Sites and Causes of Disease, which gained for its author the title of Father of -Pathology, a small pamphlet was issued by Joseph Leopold Auenbrugger, a simple-minded, kindly and unassuming junior physician at the Vienna Hospital. This pamphlet, called A New Invention for discovering Thoracic I)i §ease by Percussion of the Chest, went through two editions and embodied the results of six years' experience. It gave a complete account of the sounds obtained on percussing the chest and of their value in diagnosis and prognosis. Clinical results were confirmed by post-mortem observations. Thus, Auenbrugger may justly be claimed as the originator of the method. This Inventum Novum, however, received but slight appreciation till Corvisart, the leader of medical thought in France, then the centre of scientific development, published in 1808 a French translation with commentary and preface which did equal honour to the author and himself. With a fine sense of integrity he wrote in the preface: "I could have raised myself to the rank of an author by remodelling the work of Auenbrugger and Section qf the History of Medicine 243 publishing a work on percussion. But by that I would sacrifice the name of Auenbrugger to my own vanity; that I do not wish to do: it belongs to him, it is his beautiful and rightful discovery which I wish to bring to life." Corvisart's translation, with observations of his own, formed a volume of 480 pages and appeared forty-seven years after Auenbrugger's unpretentious pamphlet of 95 pages. Auenbrugger lived just long enough to witness the beginning of a proper recognition of his discovery.
This discovery became greaily enhanced in value on publication of the treatise On Mediate Auiscultation by Laennec in 1819, about four years after he had invented the stethoscope. Less striking, but no less beneficial in its results, was the work of Bichat, the shortest-lived but one of the greatest heroes of medicine. He founded the new science of histology, and died in his 31st year, July 22, 1802, from a malady acquired in the dissecting room. The next day Corvisart wrote to Napoleon : " Bichat has just fallen on a battlefield which numbers more than one victim. No one has done so much and so well in so short a time."
Corvisart's own aphorisms are exceptional in that they were not made public until more than a century after his death. Corvisart's magnum opus entitled Essai sur lesnmaladies dii cctur et des gros vaisseaux appeared in 1806, followed by a second edition five years later, the third and last edition being published in 1818. It constituted the most notable French treatise on cardiac disease after the more philosophical one of Senac. It may be said that cardiology as such did not exist prior to Corvisart's work. He really created cardiac symptomatology, and established the differential diagnosis between cardiac and pulmonary diseases, as well as between functional and organic heart disease.
Corvisart's chief contributions to cardiology were (a) the differentiation between cardiac hypertrophy and dilatation. Chronic hypertrophic myocarditis was named after him, "Corvisart's disease ", (b) division of clinical heart failure into three periods, (c) relation between cause and effect in valvular lesions and heart failure, (d) study of the cardiac musculature and mention of congenital morbus caeruileuis. He was the first to explain the mechanical causes of heart failure, effort dyspnoea, and the thrill felt over the proecordium in mitral stenosis. The facies of cardiac insufficiency was named after him "Corvisart's facies ". In the third edition is found one of the earliest references to adherent pericardium in a description of three cases that died within twelve months from the onset with cedema and ascites.
The book was dedicated in most graceful terms to the Emperor Napoleon, its plan exhibiting a regular order which must have appealed to Napoleon in its military spirit. It begins by a fine chapter devoted to general considerations of cardiac pathology, while the main bodv of the demonstration follows. In the first section are all the affections of the pericardium in the second, diseases of the cardiac muscle, including the so-called " aneurysm of the heart ". The third section deals with thickening and calcareous deposits in the fibrous portions, especially in those that surround the auriculo-ventricular orifices. The last portion is concerned with carditis and aortic aneurysms.
Helme believes that the chief influence on Corvisart's practice and writings was exerted by Stoll; Bichat taught him the importance of autopsies; finally, in order of influence come Desbois and Desault, with Boerhaave least.
Corvisart as physician-.-Lassus has emphasized Corvisart's critical sense, independence, powers of observation and scepticism. Desbois did much to make an observer of Corvisart, who combined criticism with common sense, hence his diagnosis at times seemed well-nigh incredible. Probably he initiated routine physical examination, thus anticipating what is now the custom. Observation was termed by him the main support of clinical medicine. On seeing a portrait Corvisart is said to have exclaimed, " If the painter were exact, the original died from heart disease ". And he was correct. Often he was able to recognize the disorder present from a distance.
Character.-Scrupulously honest, Corvisart never gossiped. Generous with the poor, he insisted on adequate fees from the well-to-do. In the presence of strangers he was grave and reserved. He was fond of dreaming and reflecting. Dupuytren believed that Corvisart was always moody. Even at the zenith of his success he was morose, gloomy, and preoccupied. He was a good companion when he roused himself, but marital difficulties and the death of an only son are said to have accounted for this gloomy attitude to life. He married Anne-Marie Louise Drouillard, from whom he was divorced comparatively early in life. He was courteous to colleagues and to other doctors, save to some of the older school, whom in his direct way he termed "Gothic and antiquated". Favourite lay authors were Moliere and Voltaire, whose habit of thought coincided with his own. As therapeutist.-Relying more on Nature's efforts than on the efficacy of drugs, Corvisart employed them only when he thought they were really indicated, and then with extreme reserve, thus maintaining an expectant outlook with the issue of good results. He has been criticized for his lack of faith in drugs. For the most part he relied on common-sense measures, but when powerful drugs became necessary he did not hesitate to use them, as when the Duchesse d'Abrantes was cured by him of a serious gastrointestinal complaint by the employment of opium.
Social life.-In the company of friends Corvisart shook off his habitual reserve and melancholy disposition and proved an entertaining companion. He delighted to gather about him not only physicians but also writers and artists. Robert Surcouf, a famous French corsair (after whom in recent days a submarine has-been named) was one of these intimates who later became a Baron of the Empire. All were appreciative of good food and wine, including Brillat-Savarin, who wrote on the physiology of taste, and "Jolly old Baron Alibert ", as Oliver Wendell Holmes calls him, founder of the modern school of French dermatology, to whom was always entrusted the carving of fowl or game at their dinners.
On December 6, 1808, the day of St. Nicolas, the leading artists, actors and actresses gave a fete in Corvisart's honour. Isabey painted twelve tableaux representing episodes in Corvisart's life, one showing him at the age of 30 receiving the 12 sous a week allowed him by his father. Artistg from the Opera sang topical verses composed by Picard. In spite of becoming Fortune's favourite Corvisart was, however, seized from time to time with sensations of incurable boredom.
As collector.-Like all true amateur collectors, Corvisart preferred rare or curious objects that he had picked up to gifts that had been offered to him. Thus he became the possessor of a stick, upon which Voltaire had leaned for long, furnished with a bird's head of gold. Some days afterwards Corvisart presented himself to the Emperor carrying this latest trophy. Then ensued the following dialogue: "Why the walkingstick, Corvisart, are you hurt?" "No, Sire, but I exercise my privilege; the first physicians of the Kings of France had the right thus to present themselves before him." "But it is not pleasing; how can a man like yourself carry such a miserable stick as that ? " " Sire, this was a very costly article, and I bought it very reasonably." " How much then did it cost ? " " 1,500 francs, Sire, but it is the stick of a great writer." " Who was that ? " " Voltaire." " I do not like that man ", quickly replied Napoleon, " he has shaken authority by corrupting public morals."
Pupils.-Corvisart had a throng of distinguished pupils and successors. The most famous were Bichat (1771-1802) the founder of biology; Bretonneau (1771-1862), the brilliant discoverer of diphtheria in 1826 ; Bayle (1774-1816) noted for his work on Phthisis Pulmonalis, in which he stated that the tubercle is specific. This careful work paved the way for Laennec, and subsequent authors. Bayle was an ardent student of pathological anatomy, which did not prevent him from becoming a great practitioner who could see at a glance, this rapidity of observation having been learned from his master, Corvisart. Bouillaud (1796 Bouillaud ( -1881 is celebrated for the first description of the cardiac manifestations of rheumatic fever; Dupuytren (1778-1839), the most representative French clinician of the early nineteenth century, who created the school of clinical suirgery; Laennec (1771-1862) who originated modern medicine when, in 1815, he discovered almost by accident that the heart beat and lung sounds could be heard clearly through a cylinder of card or paper held to the ear, the other end being applied to the patient's chest. Laennec later substituted a cylinder of wood, the precursor of the stethoscope in its modern form. His fame became universal, but his efforts cost him his life, for he died of lung disease acquired in his hospital practice. Cruveilhier (1791-1874) became famous as a pathologist and anatomist. He was the first to describe the spinal form of progressive muscular atrophy (Cruveilhier's palsy) and ulcer of the stomach was called after him Cruveilhier's disease. Various anatomical structures were also named after him. Piorry (1794-1879) perfected the method of mediate percussion in 1828 ; Rayer (1793-1867), by his pathological classification of skin diseases, antedated Hebra.
Rayer's monograph on glanders and farcy in man (1838) is classical, and xanthoma has been described as Rayer's disease.
Chomel , who devoted himself to natural history, completes the list of Corvisart's most famous pupils.
Latter days.-Corvisart had the opinion that after 60 years of age a physician was of little use because he lacked audacity. He retired from practice at 60 years fearing apoplexy. After the news of the disasters of 1815 and collapse of the administration Corvisart was smitten with his first attack of apoplexy, which was partial, but left some paralysis. He survived this for six years during which he had repeated attacks, the last on Saturday, September 15, 1821, to which he succumbed three days later.
His bust.-At the foot of the grand staircase in the Hall of the Pas-Perdus at the Paris School of Medicine is a fine bust of Corvisart. The countenance is noble and powerful, the nose arched and imperious, the mouth small and pinched, illuminated with a haughty smile, the chin self-willed, the forehead generously free, framed by thick and wavy hair, and with short whiskers descending over massive cheeks.
SUMMARY
In the twentieth century the genius of Laennec has well-nigh eclipsed the glory of his teacher, Corvisart, who is viewed by several biographers simply as "First Physician to the Emperor Napoleon I". But Corvisart has greater claims to medical fame. He rescued from oblivion the art of percussion invented by Auenbrugger, perfected it and made it widely known. If Laennec was especially patron of the tuberculous, Corvisart was the father of cardiology; in other words, Corvisart did for the heart what Laennec had done for the lung. The publication of Corvisart's treatise marks the beginning of the clinical study of cardiology. Above all, Corvisart was a great clinician, creator of the study of symptomatology, and the leading physician of his time, possessing a scientific position based on the excellencies of his character as well as on his diagnostic abilities. His critical spirit was individual and not inherited, and he combined this with common sense. His independence of mind allowed him to put into practice his estimable qualities without concern as to doctrine, opinion, authority or tradition. His acute powers of observation made him the first to utilize his senses in the examination of the sick, at the time a novel method. Healthy scepticism was a part of his nature, manifested by repetition of a too-often neglected truth: "What we know is little in comparison with what remains for us to discover." For him, as for Napoleon, medical science was not one of precision but of prevision. Thus he was renowned for his diagnoses, often made rapidly, but founded on the total characteristics of the patient. Like Hippocrates and Sydenham, Corvisart used only his hands and his senses in the study of disease. The principles he enunciated were elaborated by his pupils after his death with beneficent results to humanity.
Thus we close a record of the most salient features in the character of a man who knew his own mind, thought for himself, and put his ideas into practical operation. It only remains to acknowledge the help I have obtained from contemporary and later authors.
